Good Ducking Day-

By Rae Mack

t wasaperfect day for hunting duckson
I Currituck Sound in northeastern North Carolina.

It wascold (33 degreesF). A 15-knot wind was
blowing acrossthefrigid water, whipping up waves
between 1to 2 feet. Ondayslikethis, ducksdon’t
ride onthewater. They fly to seek shelter, and they
fly low (wherevisbility isbetter and wind resistance
isless) and closer to the water—making them good
targetsfor the hunters. Huntersfeel that when ducks
areon themove and see decoys, they think, “Thisis
aniceplacetobe,” andthey fly in. Because of this,
duck hunterslong for cloudy, windy and cold
weather—the nastier the better. It'swhat iscalled a
“good ducking day.”

What was supposed to be agood day for duck
hunting proved to beaterribleday for aSailor and
thelast day for four other peoplein hisboat.

At 0645, the Sailor |oaded hisboat with hunting
gear, decoys, hislarge hunting dog, his8-year-old
son, a51-year-old friend, and another 33-year-old
friend who also brought along his6-year-old son.
They set off acrossthe sound toward acoveon the
other shore, about five milesaway.

Halfway acrossthe choppy sound, the motor on
the 16-foot, open auminum boat sputtered and failed.
Theboat came off plane, and awave hit the port
side. The occupants started bailing. One of the
passengers (the 51-year-old) moved to the port side,
stood up, and fell overboard. Another wave hit the
boat, and it sank sternfirst. The owner of the boat
then threw alife preserver to the man overboard,
gave another oneto hisother adult passenger, and
put on one himself. (The children were already
wearing PFDs.)

By thistime, the man overboard had disappeared
under thewater. The only thing visiblewasthe
floating PFD. The dog and one of the children (the
6-year-old) werefloating away fromtheboat inthe
rough water. With only the boat’ sbow above water,
the Sailor held onto hisson and friend whilethey
waited for another boat to come by. But none came.
After 90 minutes, hisson died from hypothermia.
Thefather emptied gascansand tied them and a
buoy to hisson’sbody so rescuerswould be ableto
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locate him. Then the boy drifted away. When his
friend died ashort timelater, the Sailor tied decoysto
him also. Then he continued waiting—now aone.

When it got dark and the group hadn’t returned
home, one of thewivescalled the Coast Guard and
reported them overdue. “Wegot the call at 1845,”
said BM 1 William Midgett, of the Coast Guard
station at Elizabeth City, N.C. He, SA Matt Weaver,
and SN David Donohue set out on asearch-and-
rescuemission.

“Wedidn't know what wewould find,” said
Midgett. “Without special gear likeour Mustang
suits, survival timeinwater that cold isusually under
three hours.”

To reach the area of the sound where the boat
went down, the Coast Guardsmen had to haul their
boat by trailer to the same boat landing wheretheill-
fated group of huntershad put inthewater. Then,
becausetheir boat islarger than the 16-footer the
hunterswerein, they couldn’t take ashort cut
through anarrow and shallow canal to the sound.
They had to travel in deeper water around apenin-
sula. It wasalmost 1930 when they reached the area
wherethe boat had gone down and started search-
ing. Their only light wasthe piercing beam of the
search lights. Finaly, they found what they were
lookingfor.

“Wewere surprised to find thisguy alive after
being inthewater for amost 14 hours. According to
everything written, he shouldn’t have survived,” said
Midgett.

A Coast Guard helicopter airlifted the survivor to
ahospital, where hewastreated for hypothermia. “He
wasshivering, but wasn't even frostbitten,” ssid MK 3
Keith Conley, USCG who went to the hospitd to
questionthe survivor. “ Hestayed in the hospital for
only afew hours, then was ableto leaveon hisown.”

[Note: Search teams recovered the bodies of
the two children and one of the adults the next
day. The older man’s body was found by two
fishermen more than a month later. It was about
four miles from where the boat sank.—Ed.]

Why would one survivewhen othersdidn’t? The
answer to that question can be partly found inthe
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This skiff is typical of the craft duck hunters use.
Note the side markings, which are an attempt to
camouflage these boats. Hunters in this story tied
tree limbs around the frame of the boat to
enhance this effect, which further added to the
boat’s weight.

G 2T e B P o W T
This PolarKraft boat is similar in design to the one
that sank in Currituck Sound.

clothing worn by the hunters. The survivor was
wearing wai st-high waders made of Neoprene,
which protected him from thefrigid water. The other
huntersweren’t so prepared.

Themanwho first disappeared waswearing
rubber waders, which undoubtedly filled with water
and dragged him below the surface. Also, according
to hisbrother, he always had his pocketsfull of
ammunition when hewent hunting. The other hunter
and thetwo children weredressed in winter clothing,
but nothing that would protect them from being
immersed in such cold water.

You may wonder even more about why five
people (two of them young children and onea
middle-aged man who recently had undergone open-
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heart surgery) would get into apoorly maintained,
20-year-old duminum boat, along with alargedog,
hunting equipment and decoyswith weights at-
tached. Then they further weighed down the boat by
tying treeboughsto it for camouflage and set out in
high seaswith strong winds. The duck hunting may
begreat, but isthe sport worth therisk? That’s
where personal risk assessment comesinto play.
Each adult inthat boat had the responsibility for
weighing risks, taking them into consideration, and
making thedecisionto go onthishunting trip.

Not only wasthe boat overloaded, but according
to ahunting guide who helped pull the submerged
boat out of thewater, it wasn't seaworthy. Stewart
Walker, who guides hunting parties on the sound,
said, “That boat didn’t have any braces. It would
twist if you stood up and walked around onit. Also, it
had a quarter-inch crack down the middlethat had
been patched with roofing tar.”

BM1 Midgett, anative of theareawhose
relatives arewatermen, said, “When you depend on
thewater for your livelihood, sometimesyou haveto
takerisksin order to makealiving. But whenyou're
going out for pleasure, youdon't. I’ ve been onthe
water in rough westher many times, including that
day, becauseit wasmy job. But | would never take
my kidsout onaday likethat. Theadultshad a
choice; thechildrendidn’t.”

No matter what we do, we have to make risk
decisions. Thedifference between afoolhardy act
and awell-planned oneiswhat that decisionishbased
upon. Weightherisksinall aspectsof your life,
whether itisa10-second process (Do | risk making
it acrosstheroad in front of that oncoming car?) or a
morelengthy one. (Let’stakeinto account the
weather, the seaworthiness of my boat, and the
condition of my passengersbeforewego onthis
boating trip. Do | haveall the emergency equipment
I’ll need if my engine conksout or if the boat sinks?)

Thistragedy hasforever atered thelivesof
threefamilies. Wives arewidowed, mothersweep
for lost sons, and afather isleft to grieve and
wonder, “What if...?" for therest of hislife. We
don’t want thisto happento you.g
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